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ISIS reaches ‘third age’ and goes global
Beirut

I 

t was a grotesquely bad year 
on the terror front as the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) went global, 
spreading its predatory tenta-
cles from its self-proclaimed 

caliphate in Iraq and Syria as far 
afield as Bangladesh, North Africa, 
Western Europe and even the Unit-
ed States, with attempted attacks 
in Australia and Canada.

But worse may be to come amid 
reports of ISIS penetration in Thai-
land, Malaysia, Somalia and Indo-
nesia, the world’s most populous 
Muslim nation, as it steadily ab-
sorbs other jihadist groups in the 
Middle East, Africa and Asia. ISIS 
appears to be making a determined 
effort to extend the caliphate to 
energy-rich Libya, a cauldron of 
jihadist violence since the fall of 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, and the 
rest of North Africa — a springboard 
to southern Europe.

The bombing of an airliner filled 
with returning Russian vacationers 
on October 31st over Egypt’s Sinai 
peninsula that killed all 224 people 
aboard was probably, for ISIS, the 
high-water mark of the year.

The massacre drove Vladimir 
Putin to declare war on the group, 
joining the United States, Europe, 
Iran and much of the Arab world. 
That was exactly what ISIS, with its 
populist apocalyptic credo, wanted 
because, in the eyes of its leaders 
at least, this gave the group and its 
caliphate, to whose authority all 
Muslims should bow, the stamp of 
legitimacy as the protector of Islam 
worldwide.

The number of foreign fight-
ers with ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the 
main battlefronts in the swelling 
war against the caliphate, has more 
than doubled in the last year, to at 
least 27,000, with an upper margin 
of 31,000, according to a December 
8th report by the Soufan Group, a 
New York-based intelligence con-
sultancy headed by former FBI 
counterterrorism specialist Ali 
Soufan.

“The foreign fighter phenom-
enon in Iraq and Syria is truly 
global,” it observed. “The Islamic 
State has seen success beyond the 
dreams of other terrorist groups 
that now appear conventional and 
even old fashioned, such as al-Qae-
da.

“It has engaged tens of thou-
sands of people to join it and in-
spired many more to support it… 
evidence that efforts to contain the 
flow of foreign recruits in Syria and 
Iraq have had limited impact.”

France, with decades of conflict 
with Islamic extremists behind it, 
bore the brunt of the Islamic State’s 
expansionist operations in 2015. 
These were  bookended in Paris, 
with the Charlie Hebdo episode  
that left 17 dead in January and the 
November 13th attacks in which 
130 people were killed and 400 
wounded.

That came less than two weeks 
after the Sinai bombing, followed 
by suicide bombings in the Liby-
an capital, Tripoli, Baghdad and 
Beirut — a combined death toll of 
nearly 450 — and demonstrated 
with barbaric force how even as 
ISIS was under growing pressure 
in Syria and Iraq, it was still able to 
orchestrate such carnage.

ISIS struck across the Middle 
East as well: Tunisia, Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf states, Turkey and 
Lebanon. Tourist resorts and Shia 
mosques were among the targets.

This surge of savagery appeared 
to be ISIS’s response to the military 
pressure it was under in Syria and 
Iraq: a show of strength and long 
reach for a group that had been 
centred in the heart of the Arab 
world and to emphasise the West’s 
strategy of containment.

Some counterterrorism ana-
lysts suspect that if the caliphate 
starts to seriously shrink because 
of Western intervention, ISIS will 
unleash an even more ferocious 
onslaught against Western nations.

There are signs that ISIS now has 
the United States in its cross hairs. 
In October, ISIS — or Daesh, its Ara-
bic acronym, as it is now widely 
known — posted a link to a 63-page 
manual in English entitled Safety 
and Security Guidelines for Lone 
Wolf Mujahideen on Twitter.

The manual urges supporters liv-

ing in the West to carry out lone-
wolf attacks, extremely difficult to 
detect because single operatives 
leave few if any traces, or cre-
ate small cells, preferably family-
based, and provides guidelines for 
maintaining security.

The manual, which seems to be 
an adaptation of a terrorist hand-
book produced years ago by al-
Qaeda, was supposedly the work 
of three former officers in Saddam 
Hussein’s highly effective intelli-
gence service who dominate ISIS’s 
command core.

In recent years, the Islamic State, 
an outgrowth of al-Qaeda that has 
eclipsed the organisation built by 
Osama bin Laden, unilaterally de-
clared an Islamic caliphate in the 
traditional heart of the Arab world 
that spans western Iraq and north-
eastern Syria. That entity is under 
constant attack by the West, Russia 
and most Arab states, which has 
triggered ISIS retaliation against its 
tormentors.

Michael W.S. Ryan, a Middle East 
security expert and a senior fellow 
with the Jamestown Foundation 
think-tank in Washington, says the 
online publication of the new ISIS 
manual indicates it “may be lay-
ing the groundwork for terrorist 
attacks within the United States, 
Canada and other English-speaking 
countries using local recruits…

“Although these guidelines are 
based on al-Qaeda doctrine and 
tactics,” Ryan noted, “they have 
been updated to include the latest 
technology and thinking.” ISIS has 
“demonstrated its intention to cre-
ate a new hybrid war weapon in its 
arsenal against the United States 
— a hidden weapon designed to 
be difficult to trace operationally 
back to the jihadist organisation 
or to detect before an operation is 
executed.

“In the wake of the Daesh at-
tacks in Paris… the United States 
and other English-speaking allies 
would do well to consider the in-
structions contained in this terror-
ist manual as another significant 
warning,” Ryan said.

The San Bernardino slaughter in 
California on December 2nd was a 
classic small-cell attack involving 
a self-radicalised American-born 
Muslim and his Pakistani wife, who 
evaded security radar by posing as 
everyday suburbanites living the 
American Dream before killing 14 
people — right out of the ISIS man-
ual.

Analyst Hassan Mneihmeh says 
the Sinai airliner bombing marked 
the “third age of the Islamic State” 
following the mid-2014 blitzkreig 
in Iraq that led to the proclamation 
of the new Islamic caliphate under 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
and the establishment of so-called 
wilayat (provinces) of the Islamic 
State in Sinai, Libya, Yemen, West 
Africa, the Caucasus and Afghani-
stan.

This “third age” is one “in which 
expansion is redefined as planned 
acts of terrorism in new locales,” 
Mneihmeh, of the Fikra Forum 
think-tank, observes. “The defini-
tion for ‘expansion’ has thus been 

further adjusted: The Islamic State 
will be lasting and expanding as 
long as its branded terrorism reach-
es new lands.”

Despite setbacks in Iraq and Syr-
ia, he noted that “today’s Islamic 
State can afford a wide margin of 
loss. Being a lone David facing the 
many Goliaths of the world suits its 
new ideology well.

“It is not the survival of terri-
tory but the survival of its claim 
to Divine support that is of para-
mount importance to maintaining 
its structure. Success in killing the 
innocent in Paris and potentially 
elsewhere — cynically cast as ret-
ribution for the killing of Muslims 
— provides the Islamic State’s new 
narrative proof of Divine support.”

On a more prosaic, and arguably 
more dangerous, level, ISIS has 
provoked the United States and 
Europe into potentially fatal over-
reaction against Islam that could 
have far-reaching effects by giving 
a major boost to right-wing nation-
alist parties.

In France, the far-right National 
Front scored major gains in region-
al elections on December 6th that 
boded ill with elections in France 
and Germany in 2017 amid grow-
ing opposition to absorbing a tidal 
wave of Middle Eastern refugees. 
This is certain to accelerate rising 
anti-Muslim sentiment — another 
recruiting boost for Daesh.

Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Ismail (R) at the site of the wreckage of crashed Russian airliner in the Sinai peninsula. 
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ISIS struck across 
the Middle East as 
well: Tunisia, Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf 
states, Turkey and 
Lebanon.

The number of 
foreign fighters with 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria 
has more than 
doubled in the last 
year, to at least 
27,000.
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Worse may be to 
come amid reports 
of ISIS penetration 
in Thailand, 
Malaysia, Somalia 
and Indonesia.

Too early to predict the demise of ISIS

W
hat does the 
new year 
portend for the 
Islamic State 
(ISIS) and its 
leader, Abu 

Bakr al-Baghdadi? Probably 
nothing good. Saudi Arabia has 
formed a 34-member antiterror-
ism coalition and, however 

vague the strategy, there does at 
least  seem to be a hardening of 
world resolve against ISIS.

And then there are the lingering 
effects of all that happened to the 
brutal extremist group in 2015: the 
loss of the Iraqi town of Sinjar, the 
capture by Kurdish forces in Syria 
of oilfields west of Sinjar, the pres-
sure being brought to bear on the 

ISIS-held Iraqi city of Ramadi and 
the coalition strike that killed Abu 
Salah, ISIS’s finance minister.

Most significant of all: the slight 
loss of presence on the propaganda 
front, according to Aaron Zelin 
of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, who founded the 
widely cited website Jihadology.
net and whose research focuses on 
global jihadi groups, particularly 
ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra and Ansar 
al-Sharia.

Zelin, noting that ISIS is posting 
fewer pictures online, discerned 
that the group is losing its digital 
cutting edge. He also said that 
much of what it puts out is of 
shoddier quality than before.

Perhaps, though it sounds like 

wishful thinking considering the 
coldly focused creative energy and 
impeccable production quality of 
the extremist group’s latest online 
video. It showed a chilling game of 
hide-and-seek-and-execute among 
young boys in the ruins of a Deir 
ez-Zor castle.

Even so, the year gone by can 
legitimately be said to have been dif-
ficult for ISIS. Losing Sinjar makes 
the journey between the so-called 
caliphate’s main cities — Mosul in 
Iraq and Raqqa in Syria — longer 
and more perilous. Ramadi is a big 
city and its loss would be signifi-
cant for the group. The death of a 
senior ISIS figure such as Abu Salah 
undoubtedly affects morale. And 
the capture of the oilfields will 

constrict ISIS’s revenue stream, 
US President Barack Obama has 
promised.

What could make 2016 even 
worse? Loss of funding. This 
may be the pivot on which ISIS’s 
fortunes will turn this year. Cicero, 
who knew a thing or two about 
politics and the prosaic reality of 
military might, once said: “The 
sinews of war are infinite money.”

If ISIS went broke in 2016, it 
would be the end of an audacious 
run of good luck and grotesque 
strategy. But how likely is this to 
happen?

There may be some pointers in 
the problems that the UN Security 
Council was unable to address 
at its first meeting to cut off ISIS 
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View point
What could 
make 2016 
even worse? 
Loss of 
funding.


